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ABSTRACT

Introduction: The COVID-19 pandemic has greatly affected adolescents, including their social media use and men-
tal well-being. Ongoing research is needed to better understand how social media use relates to mental health
and well-being in this challenging time. This qualitative study explored the role of social media in addressing the
mental health problems faced by adolescents during the pandemic. Materials and methods: A total of 41 adoles-
cents aged 13 to 17 in West Malaysia participated in this one-on-one interview. Results: The thematic analysis
suggests three themes emerged, namely: (1) the importance of social media in addressing mental health issues; (2)
the effects of social media on one’s mental health; and (3) coping strategies for dealing with stress experienced on
social media. The adolescents faced positive effects (e.g., socialising, an easy source of information, a form of enter-
tainment, exposure to world news, and ways of dealing with mental health issues by releasing their emotions and
feelings) and negative effects of social media, such as cyberbullying, internet addiction, bad influence, a breakdown
in family physical contacts and relationships, misinformation, and disinformation). The coping strategies include
avoiding social media, ignoring negative comments, helping those in need, referral to school counsellors, trusted
friends or family members, and indulging in physical activities to relieve stress. Conclusion: The importance of
social media in addressing mental health issues cannot be underestimated. The results” implications and the need
for additional research on the relationship between adolescent mental health and social media use are highlighted.
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INTRODUCTION

Social media has become an integral part of the lives
of adolescents worldwide, offering them unprecedented
access to information, communication, and social
interactions. Platforms like YouTube, Twitter, Facebook,
and Instagram have transformed communication and
information sharing, including health-related content [1,
2]. Since the COVID-19 pandemic there is a decrease
in face-to-face interactions due to infection fears [3].
In this context, the role of digital technologies, notably
social media, has taken on heightened importance in
facilitating remote mental health care [4].

The dynamic relationship between social media use
and adolescent mental health is a subject of continuous
inquiry and discussion. Research suggests that excessive
use of social media may be associated with certain mental

health challenges. However, it’s important to recognize
that individuals with pre-existing mental health concerns
may turn to social media as a coping mechanism([5, 6].
Individual factors, including personality traits [7, 8],
social support [14], self-esteem [11], and vulnerability
to negative social comparisons [12], play a role in the
impact of social media on mental health.

Moreover, it’s crucial to acknowledge that adolescents
differ in their susceptibility to the effects of social
media. Some may be more vulnerable to negative
consequences [13], while others may exhibit resilience
or even benefit from positive online interactions and
support system [10]. This variability underscores the
importance of considering individual differences in any
comprehensive examination of this topic.

Given the evolving nature of social media and its
impact on adolescent mental health, ongoing research
is imperative to gain deeper insights into this complex
relationship. This study specifically addresses the
unique context of Malaysian adolescents during the
COVID-19 pandemic, offering a valuable perspective
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in understanding how social media may contribute
to addressing the mental health challenges faced by
adolescents in this challenging time. By delving into this
topic, this study has the potential to inform interventions,
policies, and support systems that can positively impact
the well-being of Malaysian adolescents and potentially
serve as a model for other regions facing similar
challenges.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Atotal of 41 adolescents aged 13 to 17 years old in West
Malaysia participated in this one-on-one interview.
Purposive sampling and snowball approaches were
utilized for the recruitment of these adolescents.
Adolescent categorized by WHO and UNICEF are of
ages 10 to 19 years old [14]. However, we have limited
it to only recruiting high school students between the
ages 13 to 17 years old for understanding a smaller
cohort. Besides that, the eligibility criteria for participants
include having Malaysian nationality, proficiency in
Malay or English language, attending a government
school, and obtaining parental consent for the interview.
The exclusion criteria encompass children residing in
welfare institutions and those with confirmed mental
health disorders, determined through verbal screening
during the recruitment phase. Children in welfare
institutions may have experiences and circumstances
that significantly differ from those living in conventional
family settings. This could introduce confounding
variables that may complicate the interpretation of the
research findings. Additionally, potential respondents
with confirmed mental health disorders were excluded
to avoid the influence of pre-existing conditions that
could confound the results. The adolescents were
recruited via social media platforms, namely WhatsApp
and Facebook. Advertisement of this study was shared
through WhatssApp and Facebook. The objectives
of the study, criteria of participants, and ethical
considerations were presented in the advertisement.

Atotal of 41 in-depth interviews (IDIs) were carried out.
The IDIs were conducted from June to August 2022-
through face-to-face interviews and phone interviews.
The respondents were briefed by the research team on
the topic of the study, objectives of the study, voluntary
participation, procedures to be followed, confidentiality
of the study, potential risks, benefits and rights, and
contacts of researchers. The adolescents were informed
that the discussion and interview sessions were recorded
for analysis purposes. Digital audio recordings of all
the sessions were carried out with permission from
all respondents concerned, and the purpose of these
recordings was merely for transcribing. They were
reassured that all information would be kept in the
strictest confidence and that withdrawal at any time
during the study would be allowed. These interviews
were conducted based on the interview guideline.
The interview took about one hour on average. All

interviews were audio recorded and transcribed
verbatim. Transcripts in the Malay language were
translated into English and checked by four researchers
to ensure that the meanings were not lost or distorted
during translation. The participants were given money
as token of appreciations.

Data analysis

The transcripts were then imported into Atlas.ti, a
qualitative software for analysis. The data analysis
process began with the researchers reading through the
transcripts and memos, followed by coding the data
segment by segment and labelling the text. Thematic
analysis was conducted to analyse the data. The codes
were verified through inter-coder agreement checks.
Subsequently, the codes were aggregated and this led to
the development of themes.

Ethical Clearance

Ethics approval was obtained from the Universiti
Sains Malaysia Ethics Committee (Ethical Code: USM/
JEPeM/20120709). Written informed consent was
obtained from all respondents and their parents. A
self-administered socio-demographic information form
was given to the respondents to provide details of their
background.

RESULTS

Demographics

Out of the 41 participants (17 males and 24 females,
M = 15.75, SD = 1.09), 35 were Malay and 6 were
Chinese ethnicities. The participants were made up of
36 Muslims, 2 Buddhists, 2 Christians and 1 Taoist.

Emerging Themes

Via the thematic analyses, three themes emerged,
namely: (1) the importance of social media in addressing
mental health issues; (2) the effects of social media on
one’s mental health; and (3) coping strategies for dealing
with stress experienced on social media.

Importance of social media in addressing mental health
issues

The participants  unanimously  recognized the
significance of social media in addressing mental health
concerns. The adolescents experienced various positive
outcomes, such as enhanced socialization, easy access to
information, entertainment, and educational resources:
For me, social media has both its good and bad sides.
Social media is a platform that can provide us with
new information about the world. So, | do enjoy using
social media to stay updated on current affairs and to
gather information about what is happening within or
outside the country. It can help alleviate stress and serve
as entertainment to brighten our mood. Furthermore, it
can contribute to improving our mental health to some
extent. Social media is a platform where | feel we can
learn how to address mental health issues, cope with
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stress, overcome mental health challenges, and deal
with depression, but in the right way. —Female, 16 years
old.

Because we want to know current information, connect
with friends, learn online, and enjoy entertainment like
listening to music. - Female, 16 years old.

Everyone feels that social media is important in their
lives. It can provide entertainment, help relieve stress by
watching mukbang videos, and allow us to stay updated
on issues and the latest news. — Female, 16 years old.

The effects of social media on one’s mental health

As voiced by the respondents, there are both positive
and negative effects of social media on one’s mental
health. On a positive note, many of the respondents felt
that life is better with social media. One gets connected
with the outside world with friends, able to access any
information on the Internet or social media platform, a
form of entertainment as well as an avenue to release
one’s feelings and emotions.

Because it makes our lives easier, we can communicate
with each other without seeing each other. We can
search information on the internet - Female, 15 years
old.

This social media allows me to communicate with
friends, and using social media also provides me with
entertainment. Because | don’t like crowded places, but
at the same time, | enjoy chatting with many people. —
Male, 16 years old.

But if there’s no social media, sometimes it’s difficult,
like when we need to find information we don’t know,
we can search on Google. - Female, 15 years old.

Because if we want to find something related to our
homework, we have to browse Google. If there’s no
Google, where else can we search? - Female, 14 years
old.

Some of the negative effects of social media, such as
cyberbullying, internet addiction, bad influence, a
breakdown in family physical contacts and relationships,
misinformation, and disinformation have been noted by
the respondents. The quotes below illustrate some of
these negative effects:

If something is wrong, he can be influenced by social
media, and then he follows the negative things. This
will reflect on others, maybe in TikTok, he does parkour
jumping, and suddenly he gets injured because he
follows the video where many people are doing it as
an example of a trend. He follows that trend because
he is easily influenced and feeling pressured. He
will participate in negative trends. He will change,
sometimes his emotions shift from cheerful to gloomy.

He may resort to self-harm, for example, using scissors
to hurt himself. It can lead to suicide. Mental pain,
sadness, depression can result. - Male, 15 years old.

Bad influence of others has also been
noted by the following respondent:
There is a desire to imitate others, wanting to eat
expensive food, buying expensive things, and then
getting stressed because they don’t know what they
want to become. - Male, 14 years old

People can also be judgemental by what others posted
on the social media, and with all these negative
comments, these can be a stress, as they have a problem
coping with these negative comments, which may lead
to self-harm and even suicidal, as noted by these quotes.
He was judged by many people, judged by the bad and
negative stuff he did - Male, 16 years old

If someone posts something and many people don’t
like it, receiving negative comments can cause stress.
I have a friend who is Instagram famous and has many
followers. She gets stressed when her face breaks out.
She is beautiful, but when she has skin issues, she stresses
because she thinks her followers will say negative things
about her. - Male, 15 years old.

There’s a story we’ve seen where someone uses social
media to harm themselves and wants to show it to
everyone. 5o, maybe that’s the worst thing someone
can do when they feel pressured. They will use social
media to inflict pain on themselves so that others can
see their suffering. They may even feel suicidal because
they have anxiety about people’s comments. Their life
will take a turn for the worse. They will self-harm, like
cutting their wrists. — Female, 16 years old.

If you care too much about how people think about you
on social media, you will take too much negative from
them. In long period, you will suicide - Male, 16 years
old.

The issue
in the

of cyberbully was also highlighted
interview, as noted in this quote.

I have an opinion, perhaps teenagers will feel down,
and they can experience depression. It’s not impossible
for them to commit suicide because there have been
cases where teenagers have taken their own lives due to
cyberbullying. So, it’s dangerous to use social media that
can cause stress. They will feel sad and overwhelmed,
and if they can’t talk to their parents, they may resort to
suicide. They feel worthless and bully their friends. —
Female, 15 years old

If they face pressure, maybe they feel they don't
want to live anymore. — Female, 15 years old.
Too much indulgence in social media can also be a
distraction to daily activities or chores, as shown in this
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quote:

Being too engrossed in social media can make it difficult
to focus on daily activities and what needs to be done.
A person is unable to calm themselves down because of
negative things - Male, 16 years old

Misinformation can also be a negative outcome of
social media and this subsequently can lead to stress.

There have been instances where misinformation
spreads on social media, presenting false news or
distorted information. Sometimes, people believe those
false news, causing stress... - Male, 15 years old.

Addiction to social media is also another concern voiced
by one of the respondents.

If a person gets addicted to social media, he will stick to
the phone, and he can’t learn anything in academic —
Female, 15 years old.

Coping strategies for dealing with stress experienced
on social media

In dealing with stress related to social media, some of
the coping strategies include avoidance of social media,
ignoring negative comments, giving a helping hand to
those in need, referral to school counsellors, trusting
friends or family members, prayers and indulging in
physical activities to rid oneself of stress related to social
media.

Yes, it’s possible. Maybe individuals with mental health
issues can meet with a doctor, where they can express
their emotions. For example, if they have friends, they
can also confide in them. | believe that meeting with a
counselor or sharing our feelings with someone when
we’re stressed, whether it’s with family, friends, or those
close to us, can provide relief. So, | think it helps to
feel a sense of relief and reduces stress. Having support
from family and close ones is important too. They need
full support to help improve their mental well-being.
It’s also important to make friends and have support
from people close to us, such as family and friends. It’s
necessary to distance oneself from people who make
negative comments that cause stress. Another thing is
to stay away from toxic people. - Female, 16 years old.

Talking to a trusted friend can be helpful. However, it’s
important to make sure that the friend we confide in is
truly trustworthy. Additionally, inviting them to engage
in outdoor activities like playing football can also be
beneficial. - Female, 16 years old.

Being in a supportive environment is crucial. When we
need to express ourselves, we should find someone we
can trust. - Male, 16 years old.

Don't care about how people viewed you.—Male, 16
years old.

The advice we can give is to help them reduce their
interactions with the person who encouraged them to
download the app or the friend who made the video. We
can advise their friend to delete the video to ensure their
safety and well-being. For example, we can invite them
to go out, leave their phone and social media aside, go
jogging, or enjoy the scenery, like looking at hills, to
help them alleviate stress. It’s important not to let their
thoughts wander to negative places. Additionally, being
a good listener and frequently spending time with them
can be beneficial. Offering advice to uplift their spirits
and reminding them to remember Allah and increase
their prayers. - Male, 15 years old.

Delete social media and don’t care about the negative
comments from the keyboard warriors. - Male, 16 years
old.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to explore the role of social media
in addressing the mental health problems faced by
adolescents during the pandemic. Three themes emerged
from the data analyses, namely: (1) the importance of
social media in addressing mental health issues; (2) the
effects of social media on one’s mental health; and (3)
coping strategies in dealing with stress experienced on
social media.

The adolescents we interviewed revealed the importance
and the benefits of social media. Rather than focusing
on the spread of COVID 19, adolescents do care
about what is happening all around the world. Social
media is an important tool that connect adolescents
with currents situation. The adolescents viewed social
media as a form of entertainment and socializing, an
avenue to share and exchange their views, to release
their emotions and feelings and ways of dealing with
mental health issues, a way to gain information and
knowledge, exposure to world news and as a support
system. Indeed, social media has changed the way
people communicate in many ways [15] and social
media can lead to more social support and social skills
for college students [16]. Further, social media benefits
adolescents by helping them develop communication
skills, make friends, pursue areas of interest, and
share thoughts and ideas, and it is characterized by
participation, engagement, openness, communication,
dialogue, community, and connectivity, and a new
type of online media that gives users great space for
participation and freedom of engagement [17]. Social
media is a product of the interplay between personal
information space and public information space, and
the use of social media facilitates a paradigm shift in
the way people communicate, collaborate, create, and
consume information [2]. Social media undoubtedly
has a beneficial influence on adolescents by facilitating
the acquisition of social and communication skills,
fostering relationships, promoting social inclusion, and
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providing entertainment. This is important especially
during COVID 19 where the face-to-face meeting
and communications were limited. In addition, social
media also provides a platform for the adolescents to
collaborate to complete their homework. COVID 19 has
changed the landscape of the educational system that
focuses more on online interaction [18].

The negative effects of social media, as revealed
by the adolescents, such as cyberbullying, internet
addiction, bad influence, anxiety, breakdown in family
physical contacts and relationships, misinformation,
and disinformation. Concerns are increasingly raised
about the potential harms of social media use [12, 19,
20]. One-quarter of adolescents perceive social media
as predominantly negative for their age group, citing
concerns such as rumour spreading, lack of face-to-face
interaction, unrealistic portrayals of others’ lives, peer
pressure, and mental health issues [2, 12, 19]. Research
indicates that social media use heightens internet users’
anxiety [2, 19]. This anxiety includes fear of missing out
(F.O.M.O) on social experiences and losing contact with
others, which negatively impacts users’ psychological
well-being [2, 19]. The pervasive presence of social
media and text messaging in teenagers’ lives contributes
to anxiety and diminished self-esteem. A survey
conducted by the Royal Society for Public Health asked
14 to 24 year olds in the UK how social media platforms
impacted their health and well-being and found that
Snapchat, Facebook, Twitter and Instagram all led to
increased feelings of depression, anxiety, poor body
image, poor sleep and loneliness [21]. Our study also
found that cyberbullying is indeed a negative impact of
using social media and this is detrimental to the mental
health of these adolescents. Cyberbullying can lead to
short- and long-term negative social, academic, and
health consequences for both the perpetrator and the
target [22]. Studies have suggested that interventions that
target bullying may reduce cyberbullying [23]. Among
students, the use of social media around or after bedtime
can disrupt sleep [24-26] and negatively affect school
performance [27]. A growing body of evidence suggests
that the use of media while engaged in academic
tasks has negative consequences on learning [3, 28].
Further, children who overuse online media are at risk
of problematic Internet use [29, 30] and heavy users of
video games are at risk of Internet gaming disorder [31]
and also being addictive [19, 32, 33].

Adolescents are provided various coping strategies
to address psychosocial and stress-related issues
associated with social media use. These strategies
include avoiding social media, disregarding negative
comments, assisting others in need, seeking support
from school counsellors, confiding in trusted friends
or family members, and engaging in physical activities
to alleviate stress. Building upon these findings, the
establishment of a supportive network of trusted adults
(e.g., teachers, friends, relatives) who can engage with

young individuals through social media would provide
a valuable resource for adolescents seeking assistance
when facing difficulties or challenges.

Promoting the positive aspects of social media for
adolescents and young people, while addressing
potential risks, is crucial. It is essential to educate families
and parents about both the benefits and risks associated
with social media platforms. Considering that children
and adolescents are still in a developmental stage, they
require sufficient physical activity, adequate sleep, and
time away from screens. Encouraging positive parenting
practices can involve spending quality time with family
and implementing media-free periods. Additionally, it
is important to limit and regulate young people’s screen
time. Promoting social media literacy should be a joint
effort by government agencies and civil societies. Being
aware of tools to detect cyberbullying, online solicitation,
problematic internet use, and gaming disorder is
necessary to prevent scams, bullying, and safeguard
online safety and personal privacy, particularly among
young individuals. Moreover, these findings imply that
social media can be utilized to identify individuals at
risk of psychological or mental health issues and refer
them to relevant support agencies.

CONCLUSION

This study, derived from a qualitative study with a
limited sample of adolescents, provides valuable
insights. However, it's important to note that the findings
may not fully represent the diversity of all Malaysian
adolescents. Additionally, there is potential for selection
bias. Nevertheless, using one-to-one interviews offers a
unique opportunity to explore Malaysian adolescents’
experiences with social media and mental health. This
approach allows for in-depth understanding not easily
attained through other methods, shedding light on this
critical intersection of digital connectivity and youth
well-being.

In today’s digital era, the prevalence of social media
use is widespread, particularly among children,
adolescents, and young people. While social media
offers various advantages and disadvantages, its
significance in addressing mental health issues should
not be overlooked. The impact of social media on mental
health is evident, emphasizing the need for caution in
its usage. It is crucial to recognize the implications of
these findings and the necessity for further research to
explore the connection between social media use and
the mental health of adolescents. This would provide a
deeper understanding of the subject and contribute to
the development of effective strategies and interventions.
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